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Benefits of early antiretroviral therapy in
HIV-infected children

July 26 2018

Without treatment, an HIV-infected child is at greater risk of disease
progression to AIDS than an adult. Initiation of early treatment in infants
shows an undeniable clinical benefit by reducing the risk of death in
early childhood. It may also be accompanied by a significant reduction
of the viral reservoir (the amount of total viral DNA present in the
immune cells of patients), which could promote the accumulation of
conditions required for remission. It is therefore essential to better
understand the interactions between the virus and the immune systems of
children, and more accurately evaluate the short and long-term
virological and immunological benefits of initiation of early therapy in
children. These are the objectives of an ANRS CLEAC study.

This physiopathological study included 46 children from five to 12 years
old and 30 adolescents from 13 to 18 years old living with HIV since
birth. Among them, 36 started antiretroviral therapy before the age of
six months, and 40 after the age of two years. All achieved virologic
success. Researchers examined participants' blood samples, defined their
immunological and virological status and analysed the results according
to their age at the time of the study and the age at which they started
treatment.

The ANRS CLEAC team assessed the viral reservoir and observed that
the viral ADN level was significantly lower in children and adolescents
who started their treatment before the age of six months compared with
those who started treatment after the age of two years. This lower viral
reservoir also persists in early treated adolescents, even though some of
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them take their medication less regularly.

In parallel, the immunological analysis looked at naive T lymphocytes,
which have the ability to respond to new pathogens and vaccines. The
ANRS CLEAC team found that these immune cells were present in
greater numbers in children who started antiretroviral therapy before the
age of six months. This difference was not observed in the adolescents.
This higher level of naive T lymphocytes is one of the markers of a
healthy immune system.

Thus, the initial findings of the ANRS CLEAC study show that, for the
first time, initiation of antiretroviral therapy before the age of six
months in HIV-infected infants has undeniable virological and
immunological benefits, which are observed until late childhood, or even
into adulthood.
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